In late eleventh to early twelfth century Constantinople, Tobias ben Mosesthe famous Karaite master translator of Judaeo-Arabic literature into Hebrew-furnishes an interesting observation as to the different approaches of translators and their translation techniques.1 It is situated in a discussion on the meaning of the Hebrew word ḥelev 'fat' in his Oṣar Neḥmad on the book of Leviticus, in which Tobias elaborates different possibilities of translating it into Judaeo-Arabic. Throughout his discussion he carefully distinguishes two contrary translational strategies in his terminology: for the first he exclusively uses the Hebrew verb patar (comp. Arab. fassara), by means of which he commonly refers to Saʿadia's Tafsīr.2 The Tafsīr is known as a non-literal translation that principally reflects the halaḵic interpretations and the exegetical understanding of its author. It is juxtaposed to a different translation type, designated by the Hebrew verb tirgem (comp. Arab. tarjama) and characterised by an ad litteram approach. Distinctive of this second type is that the Hebrew source text is usually translated word-by-word or even morpheme-by-morpheme, comparable to a translational mirror of all linguistic elements in the Hebrew source.
Arab. tarjama) may be identified in early non-saʿadianic traditions. Their literary genesis appears to relate to older oral traditions that served the need of instructing the biblical text to the public in Judaeo-Arabic in an educational framework, a function that had previously been fulfilled by the Aramaic targumim. In contrast, the translation type referred to by the Hebrew verb patar (Arab. fassara) may be found in Saʿadia's Tafsīr, but not only. It primarily strives to convey a non-imitative translation, i.e. the intended meaning of the source text in the target language, rather than its linguistic form in all details. The translation may be prompted by the larger context of a textual unit, interpretative and stylistic considerations, at the expense of formal equivalence. Exactly between these two conflicting priorities whether to capture form or meaning, early Judaeo-Arabic Pentateuch translations emerged and assumed their distinct shapes.
Background
Medieval Judaeo-Arabic translations of the Pentateuch are amply represented in the various collections of fragments preserved in the Cairo Geniza.3 Samples belonging to the early and classical period are attested alongside those of later periods, undoubtedly bestowing upon the collections the distinction of being one of our main sources for the study of Judaeo-Arabic versions. The texts preserved stem from a variety of provenances, geographical but also communal (Rabbanite and Karaite). In addition to these, also Samaritan and Christian traditions are attested, yet in a comparably lesser number.4 Their appearance is directly contingent upon the arabicisation of the Near-East during the seventh
